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130 Book Reviews
In chapter 4, Hadfield turns to “reading the locations of Renaissance
plays” as displaced settings for political commentary on England’s internal
and colonial government. Beginning with Marlowe’s Massacre at Paris,
Hadfield’s focus on political philosophy reframes existing critical debate
on the play, subsuming two opposing lines of interpretation of the play.
The Massacre is thus neither simply “a militantly protestant work” nor “a
balanced satire on the cruel excesses of sectarianism”: rather, the play
“represents the terrible effects of government which loses control because
it is either unable or unwilling to protect and honour the rights of the citizens over which it rules” (215). In turning to Othello, Hadfield’s analysis
brings out the vulnerability of a liberal republican state to subversion from
within in the figure of Iago, and finds in the play’s dual settings of Venice
and Cypress the subtext of England’s relation to Ireland. One wonders,
however, whether Iago’s plotting really subverts the will of the Senators
who are only too quick to replace Othello with Cassio upon the successful
defense of Cypress. The chapter ends with The Tempest with its indefinite
setting and John Fletcher’s The Island Princess, set on the Moluccan island
of Tidore. The juxtaposed analysis of these plays enables readers to see the
former as related to the “humanist mode of writing that emphasizes the
need for counsel” in the tradition of More’s Utopia, while reading the
latter as possibly an anti-colonial text.
Chapter 4 thus brings to conclusion a rich and varied intellectual journey. Both in its thematic focus and the broad range of texts it studies, the
book makes a worthy companion to its two predecessors, Literature, Politics, and National Identity: Reformation to Renaissance (1994) and
Spenser’s Irish Experience: Wilde Fruit and Salvage Soyl (1997). This book
will delight and instruct both new readers and more seasoned students of
early modern English literature and culture.

Joan Pong Linton
Indiana University

Shari Horner. The Discourse of Enclosure: Representing Women in Old
English Literature. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001. viii
+ 207 pp. $21.95. ISBN 0791450104.
As the author writes in her introduction, “[the] thesis of this book is
that many Old English texts construct their female subjects by means of a
discourse of enclosure derived from the increasingly restrictive conditions
of early medieval female monasticism” (6). One of the main attractions of
her book is that Shari Horner has not limited herself to texts with an
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overtly monastic theme; on the contrary, she includes a set of works that
on the surface may appear to some readers to have nothing to do with
monastic cloistering. The book offers a compelling and fresh look at a
broad range of secular and religious texts, ranging from Beowulf, a work
about which there would seem to be little more to say, to works that have
increasingly become the focus of critical enquiry, Juliana and the elegies
“Wulf and Eadwacer” and “The Wife’s Lament,” as well as works that
have only begun to garner critical interest among Anglo-Saxonists, Aelfric’s virgin martyr legends in Lives of Saints. What binds these works
together is their context within an ecclesiastical and cultural system in
Anglo-Saxon England that constructed and circumscribed femininity.
Drawing on Judith Butler’s model of a fluid gender resulting from a set of
socially mandated acts, Horner shows how the “expressions” of gender
resulting from female religious enclosure inform and produce a stable
gender identity for women in literary texts.
Chapter 1, “Looking Into Enclosure in the English Female Lyrics,”
contains one of the strongest arguments in the book. As the only two Old
English poems with female speakers, “Wulf and Eadwacer” and “The
Wife’s Lament” illustrate the tense relationship between the “silenced and
enclosed” monastic woman and the active, vocal women that we find in
such characters as Beowulf ’s Wealhtheow (22). At the same time, the
speakers of these poems evoke the literate and creative women of the Boniface correspondence who composed texts, copied books, and studied
Scripture but also voiced loneliness, sexual frustration, and unease at their
physical confinement. Horner convincingly argues that in both poems, the
speaker’s exile on an island, where she is cut off from family and lover,
metaphorically echoes the enclosure of female religious and creates a gendered identity for her just as the nun’s identity results from the Church’s
expectations for her.
In the former poem, the speaker—confined but initially not
silenced—voices resistance to her condition and in doing so “captures the
tension between the silence of female enclosure and the vocal expression
of worldly desire” (45). However, like the nuns who became increasingly
silenced and limited in their movement through strict claustration rules,
the speaker is silenced, in this case by “se beaducafa” in line 11. An ambiguous reference, “beaducafa” can be read as referring to Wulf, the speaker’s
lover, who perhaps evokes simultaneous joy at his presence and pain at the
thought of his absence as he holds the speaker in his arms, or to Eadwacer,
who rapes her and silences her cries for her lover as he holds her tightly.
Either way, the male action can be understood as an attempt to prescribe
and limit female sexuality and self-identity.
Horner’s reading of “The Wife Lament” asserts that the poem constructs gender through a perhaps unintentional reliance on monastic imag-
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ery and language, which allows the poem to be read in a Christian context.
Thus, for example, the relationship of the woman to her “hlaford” reminds
us of the male-female friendships presented in the Boniface correspondence
and also provides a solution to the puzzling use of “folga≤” in line 9: “_a ic
me feran gewat folga≤ secan.” The word usually refers to the service a
retainer owes his lord, and scholars, puzzled by its used here, have typically
interpreted this passage to mean that she sought protection or material
support. However, if we accept Horner’s assertion that the language
includes monastic overtones, an alternate meaning derived from the word
“folgian”—“to follow monastic profession”—can be applied here and the
speaker can thus be viewed as a kind of miles christi, a term that refers to
male or female, seeking to serve her lord, “either secular or divine” (52).
The reading of Beowulf in chapter 3, “Voices From the Margins:
Women and Textual Enclosure in Beowulf,” provides a similarly innovative
and fruitful method of re-examination. Here, the author attempts to peel
back the onion-skin-like layers of female narrative to discuss the women of
the epic as enclosed by the physical text and the narrative structure, a technique of interest to the Beowulf scholar and also useful for the teacher of
an undergraduate British literature survey trying to help students make
sense of the often-murky digressions. Female gender, that is behavior
appropriate for women, is produced through the repetition and re-interpretation of the peace-weaving motif. Using Hildeburh as the foundation
of her argument, Horner shows that “weaving,” successful or not, yields
not only a tightly confined woman, but also a woman who inhabits the
appropriate social sphere of wife and mother. In this scheme, Grendel’s
mother and, to a lesser extent, Modthryth illustrate that unconfined existence is dangerous to the freely moving woman herself and to those around
her. Grendel’s mother is, of course, killed for her inappropriate behavior
while Modthryth is criticized for her youthful, murderous ways. Once
happily and productively married (enclosed), however, she becomes a
model of generosity. Yet the text reminds us continually that the peace that
comes through weaving and enclosure is only temporary and that “the
threat of unenclosed women can never be fully eradicated” (91). Nevertheless, enclosure remains the normative behavior for women as is illustrated by the final female narrative in the story, that of Freawaru whose
marriage to Ingeld is doomed from the beginning, and whose story
repeats that of Hildeburh, which has itself been filtered through the stories
of Wealtheow and Hygd, and thus provides evidence of textual weaving to
parallel the narrative weaving of the plot.
The third and fourth chapters, “Textual/ Sexual Violence: The Old
English Juliana and the Anglo-Saxon Female Reader” and “Bodies and
Borders: The Hermeneutics of Enclosure in Ælfric’s Lives of Female
Saints,” address texts that might seem a more appropriate topic for a dis-
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cussion of Anglo-Saxon monastic enclosure, lives of virgin martyrs.
Although neither Juliana nor Lives of Saints was necessarily intended for a
female monastic audience, Horner makes a good argument that both
might have been familiar to this group of readers or listeners. Within the
context of actual physical threat by Viking invaders, stories of the “heroics
of virginity”—a term familiarized by Jane Tibbetts Schulenberg and similarly used here to denote the extreme measures women underwent to protect their virginity—would have been particularly apt. In these works, the
discourse of enclosure appears at the level of the virgin’s unpenetrated and
impenetrable body, which contains the spiritual truth of the pure soul.
Horner makes a secondary argument in this section based in part on
Ælfric’s hermeneutics and his distinction between “lichamlic” (loosely
understood as “carnal” or “bodily”) and “gastlic” (“spiritual”) readings:
just as the body encloses the soul, the body acts as a “text” that encloses a
spiritual truth to be “read” or penetrated by the Christian (male) gaze.
The argument convincingly details the distinction between the pagan gaze
of the persecutors within the story who cannot see beyond the naked, tortured body of the saints and the Christian audience who perceive the spiritual meaning housed within the body.
If there is any weakness in the book, it occurs in these chapters. The
integritas of the virgin body is clearly thematically connected to a cultural
discourse of female enclosure, and early medieval hermeneutics certainly
allows a modern audience to understand the spectacle of a tortured female
body for male and female medieval readers of texts that depict violence
against women. Yet the connection between the two strains of argument
is at times tenuous—not because they are unrelated, but because Horner
seems to have developed the arguments separately and then forced them
under the thematic tent of the “discourse of enclosure.” She writes in the
introduction that her readings of Juliana and Ælfric’s women saints shows
that the “textualization of the female saint’s body is deeply dependent
upon metaphors of containment and release, and on the desirability of
integritas and the dangers of penetrating the boundaries of female enclosure,” (20) but the argument as developed does not make the connection
so neatly.
Despite this mild criticism, I find The Discourse of Enclosure to be an
interesting and useful addition to the growing body of Anglo-Saxon feminist scholarship and cultural studies. Horner has included a broad range
of primary and secondary texts and her discussion skillfully wraps literary
and historical evidence in a valuable theoretical framework. Until relatively
recently, medieval scholarship on the female body has tended to focus on
works of the Middle English period, with particular attention to the context of ecclesiastical reform movements, which reached fruition in the
twelfth century and had the practical effect of locking women out of sig-
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nificant religious and liturgical observances. Scholars of this later period
have been at the forefront of developing paradigms for how we think
about women in medieval society, and in general readers have ignored evidence that many of these patterns began during the monastic reforms of
the Anglo-Saxon era. However, Horner shows that although the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries saw a proliferation of increasingly restrictive regulations and a concomitant increase in texts concerning such practices as
monastic enclosure and anchoritism, literal and figurative models for
female enclosure are present in both secular and religious literature of an
earlier era, and thus she illustrates a continuity between the literary culture
of the early and high Middle Ages in England.

Alison Gulley
Lees-McRae College

